THE AGE OF MACHINERY
her people and not depend upon external sources for the
necessaries of lifeJQver the battle of the corn laws was fought
out the momentous decision whether the country should
remain faithful to the traditional system of a self-sufficing
economy or discard economic nationalism and fling wide the
doors to the imports of the whole globe^x
The early history of the corn laws has been sketched else-
where. They entered upon a new phase after the Napoleonic
wars when English agriculture found itself in a critical situa-
tion. The high price of corn during the war had encouraged
farmers to cultivate every scrap of soil available, and to
borrow money from the banks in order to pay extravagant
sums for land; rents had risen; landlords had sunk capital in
improvements- With the coming of peace prices fell sharply.
In 1812 the price of wheat waM2jSsv6d. the quarter; in 1815
it was almost halved. As a consequence farmers became in-
solvent, tenants threw up their holdings, the number of
small owners diminished, land went out of cultivation,
bankers were forced to call in their loans. It was in these
adverse circumstances, when the system of agriculture seemed
on the verge of collapse, that the corn law of 1815 was passed.
This famous measure, the solitary relic of a corn policy which
had persisted for several centuries, prohibited the importa-
tion of foreign corn so long as the price of wheat at home did
not rise above 8os. It was definitely a protective measure,
designed to keep the price of corn at a level considerably
above the world price, whereas earlier corn laws were prob-
ably not a serious factor in raising prices. In 1828 the prin-.
ciple of a sliding scale of duties was instituted under which
the duty varied according to the price of grain; it was 2os. 8d.
when the home price of wheat was 66s. a quarter and
is, when it was 735. or upwards,1 The enactment of 1828
was the corn law against which the Anti-Corn Law League
directed its fulminations. It should be noticed that preferen-
1 When wheat was under 66s. the duty rose by one shilling for every shilling
the price fell. There were similar sliding scales for other grains. The sliding
scale was revised in 1843. Under 513. a quarter the duty was aos. and as the
price rose the duty fell.
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